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Abstract/Summary
In this thesis I aim to explore how one could go about examining alternative gender 
identities for development work. With the abundance of alternative gender identities, 
amongst which are identities that are very culturally specific, there is a need for a decent 
framework through which to provide a preliminary overview of the identities and the issues 
facing them before starting to try and fix said issues. Without it, there is a chance that one 
can start working only to have ones plans backfire because one did not consider a piece of 
information which might have turned up if one had started with such an analysis. I used 
available theoretical literature on pluralist gender theory, communities of practice, and 
social exclusion in order to build said framework. This framework is then used on three case
studies of different gender identities which are specific to India and do not have an equal in 
Western culture.
The three examined gender identities were hijras, kotis, and sadhin. Hijras are 
typically men who adopt feminine gender roles and clothing along with a castration ritual 
which completes their transformation to the hijra identity. They have long been 
misunderstood and disliked by mainstream Indian society and are thought to have certain 
mystical powers due to the sacrifice of their male genitalia. It is a gender identity which has 
existed in the area for centuries and has a strong sense of history. Kotis are males who 
engage both in homosexual sex and adopt female mannerisms and clothing for certain 
occasions while usually trying to keep up appearances with family and friends by fulfilling 
the obligations expected of them as sons. The sadhin are a small gender identity of the 
Kranga valley in the Himalayas. These are women who swear to a vow of celibacy around 
puberty and are thus able to take up a role as surrogate males, going so far as to achieve 
rights to inheritance equal with their brothers.
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1. Introduction
When it comes to issues of gender and sexuality, the world has become a much more
complex place. Alternative sexual identities have gained much more mainstream acceptance
in the Western world as can be seen with the increasing legality of same-sex marriages.
Previously when questioned on our gender we would in almost all cases be limited to the
choice of “male” or “female” however when marking gender we can now choose from over
fifty different gender identities on one of the world's largest social networks(Griggs, 2014).
This further opens up for the expansion of sexual identities to include sexualities which
have  seemingly  only  recently  come  into  existence  such as  pansexuality  and asexuality.
Gender and sexuality seem to have in general become much more fluid concepts(Jayson,
2014). The general trend here in the West seems to have been that while the acceptance of
homosexuality has been a large issue which has gained phenomenal ground in recent years,
issues  regarding  those  who  fall  outside  of  conventional  gender  roles  have  not  been  as
successful.  While there are signs of increased awareness and recognition of transgender
individuals  and  movement,  such  as  the  current  success  of  transgender  television  star
Laverne Cox(Gjorgievska and Rothman, 2014), there is still a good amount of work to be
done.
In other areas of the world things can develop much differently.  For example Iran,
which has harsh laws against intercourse between members of the same sex, fully endorses
gender  reassignment  surgery  going  so  far  as  to  pay  for  up  to  half  of  the  cost  of  the
operation(Tait, 2007). Several alternative genders exist in different parts of the world, all
with their own specific place within their larger cultures. The most of famous of these are
probably the kathoeys (or “ladyboys”) of Thailand who in many ways seem really well
accepted by the Thai nation(Beech, 2008). The sworn virgins of the Balkans are another
alternative gender where women take up male clothing and gender roles after taking a vow
of celibacy(Murray and Roscoe, 1997 pp. 197-202). Amongst some Native American tribes
there is  a  third-gender referred to as two-spirit(Jacobs,  Thomas and Lang,  1997).  These
different genders which fall  outside of the traditional male-female dichotomy are barely
scratching the surface of the various culturally specific gender identities which exist across
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the world.
1.1 Problem Formulation
This begs the question of how best to deal with such identities when it comes to
international  development.  How  can  an  outside  development  organization  gain  a
comprehensive understanding of what it means to be a part of an alternative gender? How
can we gain a useful overview of the core aspects which dictate membership to one group or
another? How do they then identify the specific issues which need to be addressed amongst
members of said gender? This paper aims to formulate a framework through which one
could work with in order to effectively seek out the necessary information when making
decisions in development aimed at addressing issues affecting persons of alternative gender
and/or  sexuality.   This  framework  will  then  be  used  to  examine  some  of  the  different
alternative genders and sexualities which appear on the India. One of the most well-known
of  these  are  the  hijra  which  have  recently  gained  official  third-gender  status  in  both
India(Trianni,  2014) and Bangladesh(Day, 2013).  As well,  the “men who have sex with
men” (MSM) category often used by aid agencies includes other groups on the India which
set  themselves  apart  from  the  traditional  male-female  or  gay-straight  dichotomies  and
instead create culturally unique communities. Ones which do not easily fall under Western
ideas, theories, and classifications on gender and sexuality. Thanks in part to the immense
cultural diversity of the area there is even a large diversity within each group.
India  provides  a  good starting point  for  the  study of  gender identities  which are
specific to a certain culture. Due to the ambiguities which exist within Hinduism and Indian
society  on  the  subject  of  gender  and  sexuality,  India  has  managed  to  develop  several
culturally distinct gender identities. Primarily, these gender identities consist of individuals
who are born male and take up a quasi-feminine identity. One of the problems with how
these identities are dealt with in international development is that they are often dealt with in
a  way that  is  typical  of  work  done  with  those who fall  under  the  MSM classification.
However, this leads to problems that might possibly have been avoided if there had been
prior research done in order to figure out some of the nuances necessary to deal with these
identities.  By  placing  these  identities  under  the  MSM umbrella  one  oversimplifies  the
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relevant issues and ignores the clashes which can occur between gender identities which to
an outside observer can seem remarkably similar. The aim of the framework set forth by this
paper is to reduce the confusion and possible pitfalls which can occur if the intricacies of
these identities are ignored.
1.2 Motivation
My main motivation for looking into this topic is the fascination I've had with issues
of identity. I have always been fascinated with how people choose to identify themselves
with one group or another and how a community can build up around a common identity.
This is something which started once I began looking into a global community which I
consider myself a member of, the heavy metal music community. Here I was able to study
how a global community forms and also how a global community can be both similar and
different when it interacts with local realities. For example, the heavy metal culture in Israel
is  one  which  identifies  in  many  ways  with  some  of  the  themes  of  war  and
conflict(Antropologi.info, 2014) whereas the Norwegian black metal scene was one which
primarily defined itself in opposition to Christianity and organized religion which was best
demonstrated by a number of church arsons by members of the scene(Wallach, Berger and
Greene, 2011 pp. 182-183). This exploration of how and why people identify with certain
groups and cultures  has  led me to  understand that  there  are  both  personal  and cultural
reasons for why people adopt certain identities. It as well coincided well with me coming to
terms with my own identity as it pertains to gender and sexuality.
My interest in gender and sexuality begins with my realization as a teenager that I am
bisexual.  As  a  bisexual  male  I  have experienced some interesting  prejudices  from both
hetero- and homosexuals including the accusation that I am a gay man who is afraid to fully
come out of  the closet. Similar  prejudices exist  against  bisexual females  who are often
accused of using bisexuality as a way to gain the attention of men. This manifests as well in
the public discourse I've had to witness over whether my sexuality exists at all(Denizet-
Lewiz, 2014). Through my experiences as a bisexual male I have experienced first-hand that
identities which seem similar from the outside can be much more complex and problematic
than one would assume. Also, as I began to look further into gender identity I realized that I
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consider  myself  to  rather  be  gender-fluid  than strictly  male.  Gender-fluid  is  an  identity
which I stumbled upon due to the developments which have occurred in online LGBTQ
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer) communities. I have long felt that I have
been in a state of flux between a male and female identity but it was not until recently that I
was able to put a name to how I feel my own personal gender identity manifests itself. It
was in large part my identification as being not fully male or female which led to my initial
fascination with the hijra identity. It  is my hope that through this research I will gain a
further understanding of the fluidity of gender and sexuality.
1.3 Literature Review
The literature  upon which this  paper  draws from varies  widely in  scope.  This  is
necessary in order to provide a comprehensive framework through which one could analyze
alternative gender identities. The most important is that of gender theory. Without a basis in
gender theory it would be impossible to gain a full understanding of how and why these
alternative gender identities exist. Then comes literature on the subject of social exclusion.
In order for social exclusion to be a relevant term it must be clearly defined and thus it helps
to have a certain background for the issues which surround social exclusion in international
development. Finally there is the communities of practice model which provides a good
starting  point  for  understanding  the  community  aspects  of  alternative  gender  identities.
When  it  comes  to  analyzing  the  example  identities  themselves  there  is  a  discrepancy
between the amount and depth of literature concerning each identity. What follows is an
review of the current literature on these topics and why certain literature might be more
relevant or useful for the topic at hand.
1.3.1 Theoretical Literature
Gender  theory  is  a  discipline  which  can  trace  its  roots  to  women's  suffrage
movements. It is within these movements were the question of women's status in society
begins to be widely questioned. In her speech following her arrest for illegal voting, Susan
B. Anthony asks the important question of “Are women persons?” and thus establishes an
argument  that  denying  women  the  right  to  vote  goes  directly  against  the  U.S.
constitution(Anthony  1873).  Later,  Simone  de  Beauvoir  makes  some  very  important
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contributions  to  gender  theory  which  become  very  useful  when  dealing  with  issues
concerning alternative gender identities.  The first  is  the idea of women as other in that
women are defined by their opposition to the male default(Beauvoir, 1965 pp. 13-28). This
is similar to how alternative gender identities are usually defined by their otherness when
compared to the traditional gender binary. Then comes Beauvoir's profound statement that
“one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.”(Beauvoir, 1965 pp. 273) This is another
important point as it  points  out the social construct behind gender.  These two ideas are
essential to the understanding of alternative gender identities and how they relate to the
gender binary.
Later,  the field of gender theory opens up from being exclusively focused on the
gender binary to including those whose identity does not fall under the traditional gender
binary. While the earliest literature on transgender persons are primarily medical (such as
Benjamin,  1966  and  Green,  1974) or  autobiographical(such  as  Morris,  1974  and  Rees,
1996)  there  is  now  a  wealth  of  information  on  transgender  issues  coming  from
sociology(such as Ekins, 1997 and Ekins and King, 2002), cultural studies(such as Epstein
and Straub, 1991 and Garber, 1992), and literature from transgender communities(such as
Bornstein, 1994 and 1998 and Nataf, 1996). Much of the literature on transgender persons
are rooted in postmodernism and poststructuralism. The main basis for the gender theory in
this paper will be that which is outlined in Monro(2005). Monro's gender pluralist theory,
while  drawing from poststructural  gender  theory,  addresses  some of  the  problems  with
poststructuralism and provides a much more inclusive and comprehensive theory on gender.
Gender pluralist theory as well provides a good basis for exploring non-Western gender
identities.
Social exclusion is a concept that is most often used to describe a state. However this
paper will be using the definition of social exclusion as put forth by the Social Exclusion
Knowledge Network (SEKN). Here, social exclusion is described not as a state but rather as
multidimensional  processes.  One  of  the  problems which  the  SEKN points  to  is  that  of
differences in how social exclusion is defined in different regions. Part of SEKN's goals is
to create a unified definition of social exclusion which can be applied globally which makes
it much more useful than any single regional-focused definition of social exclusion could
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be. (Popay et al., 2008) Also, due to the relational nature of the SEKN model there is a
possibility of examining the social exclusion of alternative gender identities not only as they
relate to mainstream society but also to other alternative gender identities.
1.3.2 Literature on Alternative Gender Identities
Of the alternative gender identities which I will be examining, the most extensive
literature is  written on the subject  of hijras.  Chief among these is Serena Nanda's book
Neither Man Nor Woman which could be considered a groundbreaking work in that it was
one of the first pieces of literature which provided a glimpse into the often secretive world
of the hijras.  Beyond Nanda's book, there has been writing on the cultural and political
aspects of the hijra community such as the work done by Agrawal(1997) and Reddy(2003,
2005) along with more health based approaches such as that of Khan et al.(2009). Hijras are
by far the most thoroughly studied of the alternative gender identities in India and they are
also the identity which has managed to gain the most ground in their movement for equality,
especially  in  the  region of  Tamil  Nadu(where  hijras  are  more commonly  referred to  as
aravanis). The next gender minority to be examined is the kotis. While there is not as much
literature on them as there is with the hijra the literature which does exist is extensive. For
example,  while  Nagar(2008)  is  meant  to  be  primarily  a  linguistic  study  of  the  koti
community it also goes fairly deeply into how the community functions and the dynamic of
interactions between hijras and kotis. The final gender identity to be explored in this paper
are the sadhin in the Himalayas. While little research has been done on this group it  is
worthwhile to include them as they are the only known female-to-male(FtM) gender identity
in India. This group is dealt with by Nanda(2003), Penrose(2001), and Phillimore(1991).
The sadhin are a much more locally isolated group and one that needs further study.
1.3.3 Conclusion
The literature which is available for this topic is fairly extensive, although there are
some glaring omissions. Chief amongst these is the lack of data on the sadhin. They will
however be included as it is important to include an instance of a variant gender identity for
women. As well,  due to the nature of these alternative gender identities the information
which is gathered is largely qualitative as there have not yet been significant quantitative
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studies into these gender identities. This is in part due to the lack of a third gender option
until  recently. As well,  as the koti  community is  largely secretive due to a need for  its
members  to  keep  up  appearances  it  would  be  immensely  difficult  to  do  any  form  of
quantitative  study  of  said  community.  When  it  comes  to  theory  there  is  a  lot  of  good
literature upon which to base the framework upon. There is however a limit as much of the
literature on gender theory is fairly Western-centric. In order to avoid this there must be
consideration given to culturally specific factors such as caste. 
1.4 Structure
The thesis will begin by discussing the theoretical elements which I will be using in
my analysis  of  India's  diverse  gender  identities.  This  includes  a  gender  pluralist  theory
which I feel is one of the only theories which give a comprehensive look into alternative
gender identities which are so far removed from Western experience. In short,  a gender
pluralist  theory  allows  for  fluid  gender  identities  but  makes  sure  to  account  both  for
physiological differences but also the lived experience of the members of a certain gender
identity. As well I will be looking to see if these different identities can be described as
communities of practice. Then I will be using frameworks of social exclusion in order to
compare the relative exclusion or inclusion of these different genders in India. Following
that will be the actual analysis of three different gender identities, hijra, koti, and sadhin.
This will lead into a discussion of my analysis and comparisons across genders followed by
conclusions.
2. Theory
The theoretical basis for analyzing alternative genders in India will be based mainly
in  a  gender-pluralist  theory,  communities  of  practice,  and  social  exclusion.  These  will
provide the  basis  for  understanding an identity  in  context,  identify  some of  the  unique
challenges facing each group, and how they function as a community. This will hopefully
allow me to analyze some of the alternative identities which appear in India and perhaps
through this analysis identify some of the key issues needed to be addressed not only for
these  specific  groups but  also  present  how differences  between groups  which  are  often
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labeled  together  can  present  different  problems  and  thus  warrant  different  strategies  in
improving their social status. It is with this theoretical foundation in which the paper aims to
provide a thorough and reliable assessment and comparison of different alternative gender
identities on the India.
2.1 Gender Pluralist Theory
Gender  has  been  viewed and  defined  in  many  different  ways  throughout  human
history. While contemporary Western thought tends to rely on biological sex in order to
define gender other cultures have defined gender in other ways such as through what role a
person takes during sex. While early gender theory does have its merits and has provided an
important launching pads for later theories they are in many ways inadequate for analyzing
alternative gender identities due to their primary focus on the gender binary. This paper will
draw its theory on gender from the pluralist theory set up in Monro(2005). The theory is one
which draws heavily from postmodern and poststructuralist gender theory and builds on
them further to try  and create a more inclusive gender theory.  In order to have a good
understanding of the theory and its applications we must begin first by defining certain key
terms and concepts.
To start with there is term transgender which will here, as in Monro 2005, serve as an
umbrella term for all persons whose gender identity deviates from the gender roles expected
of their biological sex. This is very different from the term transsexual which here will be
used as a specific term for those who transition from male-to-female(MtF) or female-to-
male(FtM).  Some  might  take  issue  with  it  as  some  whom  this  paper  would  label  as
transsexual would rather be labeled as transgender due to their gender identity having little
or nothing to do with sexuality.  (Monro,  2005 pp.5) This is  however a purely practical
choice as while the identities I examine could fit under the transgender umbrella they are
vastly different from the Western understanding of transsexuals. The transsexual identity is
in  many  ways  built  out  of  Western  notions  of  gender  being  reliant  on  biological  sex.
Transitioning between genders is meant to be achieved through certain biological changes in
order to attain a body which conforms to the persons chosen identity within the gender
binary. This can be seen most clearly in the legal requirements of certain nations that in
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order  for  people  to  change  their  legal  gender  they  must  undergo  sexual  reassignment
surgery. Such laws are being examined in several places as they include an aspect of forced
sterilization.  In  fact  it  was  only  recently  that  Sweden  declared  such  a  law
unconstitutional(Nelson, 2013). Because of this specific cultural understanding of what it
means to be transsexual it is imperative that there be a way to differentiate between the large
and unspecified label of transgender and the fairly specific label of transsexual.
Monro 2005 outlines five core concepts of poststructuralist gender theory. One of the
core concepts is that the body, sex, and gender are fictitious in that they are constructed
socially  through  interactions  on  several  levels.  It  considers  subjectivity  to  not  have  an
essential  basis.  One's  identity  thus  is  constructed  through  the  interaction  of  one's  own
personal experiences and the society which one lives in. In relation to transgender identities
it  is  thought  that  one  internalizes  the  surrounding  societal  discourses  which  eventually
become a part of one's identity. At that point said internalization begins to manifest itself in
how people act and dress. Another key concept is the commodification and technologization
of the body. We all in some way build up and commodify our bodies in order to present a
certain preferred image. The physical transformation of transsexuals could be considered a
prime example of this. As well transgender issues are opening the door for new technologies
with which one could reconfigure one's identity. This leads to the third key concept that
transgender persons disrupt the link between gender and sex through the expression of their
own identities.  By adopting  an identity  that  is  different  from what  is  expected of  their
biological sex they highlight the fact that gender is very much a performance. The fourth
concept, a pluralist model of gender binaries, elaborates on this idea by showing that gender
can perhaps  be defined not  by  biologic  sex but  rather  by  certain  personal  attributes  or
characteristics  allowing for  a  much wider  conception  of  gender.  This  leads  to  the  final
concept which is  the idea of gender beyond duality.  Transgender persons arguably exist
outside of the duality of male and female and thus they perhaps have the best understanding
of what they mean. Some argue that the discourse of the transgender community must come
from outside the gender binary(Monro, 2005. pp. 6-8).
Poststructuralist theories do have certain downfalls which are highlighted by Monro.
The first mentioned is the complete rejection of an essential self. While it is through the
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framework which society and culture give us that we are able to position our own identity
either within or outside the set rules of conduct that does not mean we should rule out the
possibility of there being an essential self. Looking at identity as purely a social construct
with no essential basis ignores some of the many experiences which transgender persons
have of an essential self which is at the core of their identity. When studying alternative
gender identities it becomes necessary to keep open the possibility of the existence of an
essential self. By simultaneously looking at identity as socially constructed and potentially
affected by an essential sense of self we can gain a much clearer and nuanced vision of
transgender  groups  and  communities.  Furthermore,  there  are  limitations  to  the
transformative processes of commodification and technologization as the body cannot be
seen  as  completely  socially  constructed.  There  are  limitations  to  how  much  one  can
transform one's body and there are biological factors which need to be considered such as
the effect of hormone replacement therapy on a person. Biological factors can be dangerous
when discussing gender due to historical usage of biology to uphold discriminatory views
on race or sex but that does not mean one should ignore them completely. The technologies
for transformation are limited as well and while new technology often can be used for both
positive and negative purposes we should try to look at them from both sides to gain a more
balanced viewpoint. Another big problem which arises in poststructuralist gender theory is
that  the  elimination of  gender categories  is  problematic.  Gender categories  can be very
important  for  transgender  people  when  communicating  in  social  situations  and  can  be
necessary for some. This however does not mean that gender categories need to be based
just on the gender binary but can instead support gender pluralism. The final issue which
Monro brings up regarding poststructuralism is the tendency to overlook social and political
issues. Focusing too much on the deconstruction of identities can leave people with little
want to organize. There is a need for restructuring identities as we deconstruct them in order
for people to have a platform from which to demand social change(Monro, 2005. pp. 8-13)
While  poststructural  theories  have  their  merits  they  have  their  issues  which
necessitate the  adoption of  a  pluralist  gender as laid out by Monro.  One of the central
concepts of her theory is that of gender categorization and fluidity. This entails that social
reality is a constant movement back and forth between structure and fluidity. Parts of ones
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identity can be seen as being real or constructed to varying degrees depending on the current
context. This allows for examination of liminal identities and processes as they become part
of  the  social  reality  and  requires  a  gender  spectrum  as  opposed  to  a  gender  binary.
Examining gender as a spectrum rather than as a binary creates greater space to intersex
persons and hermaphrodites and at the same time does not prevent anyone from identifying
with the gender binary. While some may push for an eventually degendered world there is
however a chance that those belonging to gender minorities might be disadvantaged as it is
now more  difficult  to  challenge  power  divisions  based  on gender.  So  while  it  may  be
important to have certain spaces where gender is less defined there is as well an importance
to build up certain identities for social and political protection(Monro, 2005. pp. 14-16). The
gender  pluralist  theory  which  Monro  lays  out  is  based  in  transgender  persons  being
physical,  social,  psychological,  political,  and  academic  actors.  It  admits  that  there  are
physical  differences  between  and  within  different  gender  identities  which  manifest
themselves both physically and socially. It aims to be aware of both physical limitations and
opportunities for certain groups. On a social level, gender pluralist theory needs to address
the space between sex and gender. It must look at the social effects which moving across the
spectrum  and  taking  up  new  identities  has  on  an  individual.  When  it  comes  to  the
psychological side of things the biggest contribution of gender pluralist theory may be the
idea that essentialist and non-essentialist ideas of self exist on a spectrum. That is, people
will experience an essential self to varying degrees and thus we should account for and
include  all  experiences  along  that  spectrum as  well.  Politically,  gender  pluralist  theory
supports the legal recognition of all alternative gender expressions. This can be problematic
due to the prevalence of the gender binary however certain recent trends seem to show that
this is changing. Academically, gender pluralist theory applies a spectrum-based approach to
issues  that  have traditionally  been split  up between women's,  men's,  and queer  studies.
While it is still valuable to look at each of those academic fields on their own to address
some of the specific challenges of each group it is through gender pluralist theory that we
get the option to include everyone and thus begin to examine groups not covered by those
traditional fields within gender studies.(Monro, 2005. pp. 17-19)
There is one issue which has to be dealt with before we can use gender pluralist
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theory in our analysis of gender identities on the India. That is the fact that this is a theory
which is based primarily on a Western situation. In order to correct for that there are some
factors which have to be accounted for when examining the India. These include factors
such as caste,  religion, profession, and region. In order to gain a proper image of these
identities we must examine how these factors interact with and create the experience of its
members. There must as well be an inclusion of the cultural background of sex and gender
in the area. Besides these additions, gender pluralist theory is one of the few gender theories
which could be inclusive of these culture-specific identities. 
2.2 Communities of Practice
Communities  of  practice  is  a  concept  coined by Jean Lave and  Etienne Wenger-
Trayner.  Wenger-Trayner states that  “communities  of practice are groups of people who
share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they
interact regularly.” (Wenger-Trayner, n.d.) There are three essential parts to a community of
practice. The first is the domain, which is the shared interest which binds the community
together. Second is the community itself, which needs to be actively interacting between
themselves and learning from each other. Finally, there is the practice which helps to create
shared resources amongst the community(Wenger-Trayner, n.d.). The community of practice
theory views identity as an extension of the practices of a community. It also focuses on
some of the parallels which exist between practice and identity(Wenger, 1998 pp. 149-150).
This is a useful frame through which to examine alternative gender identities. By examining
whether  a  group  falls  under  the  definition  of  community  of  practice  one  can  see  first
whether one is dealing with a fairly fragmented group or if they have a shared practice. As
well, by identifying each of the parts of a community of practice within each group one can
get a better understanding of the group dynamics and see perhaps some similarities and
differences in how different groups act.
2.3 Social Exclusion
Transgender populations are often extremely vulnerable to social exclusion. A clear
example of this is the fact that in the U.S. 41% of transgender individuals have attempted
Andri Mar Fridriksson P. 19
Supervisor: Bodil Folke Frederiksen Roskilde University
suicide which is almost nine times the national average(Reyes, 2014) In order to examine
alternative genders in the India this paper will use social exclusion as defined by Popay et
al. 2008. This final report done by the Social Exclusion Knowledge Network (SEKN) for
the World Health Organization (WHO) provides a basis for which to examine the exclusion
of certain groups of  the  population.  As is  pointed out,  social  exclusion has had several
different definitions and connotations when it comes to policy building depending on where
it  is  being  targeted.  As  defined  by  the  SEKN  “exclusion  consists  of  dynamic,  multi-
dimensional  processes  driven  by  unequal  power  relationships.  These  operate  along and
interact across four dimensions - cultural, economic, political and social – and at different
levels  including  individuals,  groups,  households,  communities,  countries  and  global
regions.”  (Popay  et  al.,  2008.  pp.  36)  These  four  dimensions  aid  in  providing  a
comprehensive overview of social exclusion which can be applied in most situations. The
social dimension includes those relationships which generate a sense of belonging. This can
include family, friends, community, or members of a group one identifies with. The political
dimension  consists  of  the  power  relations  which  generate  either  legal  or  structural
inequalities. These lead to inequalities in political agency as those who do not have either
the  necessary  legal  rights  or  basic  access  to  services  have  an  increased  difficulty  to
effectively  engage  in  political  life.  The  cultural  dimension consists  of  how diversity  is
accepted  within  a  culture.  Finally,  the  economic  dimension  consists  of  one's  access  to
resources required to be able to live. By examining these four dimensions we can get a good
overview of how socially excluded(or included) a particular group is. This as well aids us in
studying marginalized populations in developing nations as exclusion is not solely defined
through poverty and disadvantage. Instead it should give a much more nuanced view. As
well it should allow for the identification of active and passive exclusionary processes in
order to better identify upcoming challenges on the road to further inclusion(Popay et al.,
2008 pp. 36-42)
This model of social exclusion, posited as a continuum between social inclusion and
exclusion, should as well give a good basis for comparisons between different groups. It
will  perhaps  give  us  insight  into  some  of  the  subtleties  of  regional  attitudes  towards
alternative gender identities. By framing social exclusion as the SEKN have, as a continuum
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between social  exclusion and inclusion, one is forced to examine both the negative and
positive aspects involved instead of a pure pessimism which can arise when dealing with
marginalized  or  excluded  populations.  As  well,  by  identifying  active  and  passive
exclusionary processes one gives a comparative basis for those who want to study these
populations  in  the  future.  This  will  be  especially  important  when  it  comes  time  to
investigate  the  effectiveness  of  new  legal  recognitions  for  hijras  in  both  India  and
Bangladesh as without an agreed upon framework for the study of social exclusion it would
be difficult to compare existing data to that which will arrive in the coming years.
2.4 Conclusion
When discussing alternative gender identities in development it often seems to be
strictly kept to issues surrounding HIV/AIDS. One noticeable trend in that regard is the
classification of hijras and kotis under the “men who have sex with men”(MSM) umbrella.
This is not very helpful when it comes to addressing specific issues within each group as it
can, and often does, lead to a “one size fits all” solution. As well, this ends up covering up
intersex persons who are part of the hijra community by forcing a male identity upon them.
In order to be able to effectively deal with alternative gender identities one must gain a good
understanding  of  their  culture.  It  is  partly  because  of  this  lack  of  understanding  that
HIV/AIDS  prevention  methods  have  had  such  difficulty  with  protecting  the  hijra
community(Reddy,  2005 pp.  256).  In  order  to  provide a  comprehensive examination of
alternative gender identities this paper will utilize the combination of gender plural theory,
examining  groups  as  communities  of  practice,  and  assessing  them  using  the  SEKN
framework  for  social  exclusion  in  order  to  provide  a  comprehensive  and  comparative
overview of each identity and the specific challenges that face them. The combination of
these three theoretical tools should be able to provide the necessary insight for assessment
and comparison of the chosen alternative gender identities.
3 Alternative Gender Identities
In the  following chapters  we will  be  examining some of  the different alternative
gender identities on the India. This will beginwith a quick introduction to gender in India
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and Hinduism and will then move onto an examination of alternative gender identities in
India.  The  identities  that  will  be  examined  are  hijras,  kotis,  and  sadhin.  By  using  the
framework previously outlined we will  hopefully  gain a comprehensive and comparable
basis for analyzing these gender identities and be able to address some of the development
issues  associated  with  each group.  This  is  thus  for  all  intents  and purposes  a  practical
demonstration of the proposed theoretical framework. 
3.1 Sex and Gender in India
One of  the biggest  reasons India manages to  have such a  diversity  in alternative
gender identities is Hinduism. Whereas most of the mythology of the Western world tends to
stay away from gender ambiguities Hinduism does not seem to have such qualms. In fact
gender ambiguities can be considered as important. Within Hindu mythology there are a
significant amount of characters whose gender is ambiguous. This is true of both gods and
mortals. For example, Shiva embodies both male and female characteristics. Homosexuality
enjoyed a bit more ambiguous status in Hinduism. The Laws of Manu decreed that men who
engage in anal sex will lose their caste but at the same time Krishna's son Samba was known
both for engaging in homosexual acts and for occasionally turning himself into a pregnant
woman. However, this does not necessarily mean that modern Indian society in general is
tolerant of either alternative gender identities or sexualities. It instead provides the religious
and cultural basis for why these identities have been able to survive so long in India(Nanda,
1990. pp. 19-23).
When it comes to dealing with the question of men and women it seems that women
in India are considered inferior to men. Certain religious texts declare women as subservient
and ban them from certain rituals and positions of power. This seems to be in stark contrast
with the Hindu depictions of  goddesses such as Durga and Kali which seem immensely
powerful(Kinnard, n.d.). The current situation for women is very difficult at the moment as
gender discrimination runs rampant. Especially in more rural areas, women are expected to
be subservient and do their duty for their family. Due to cultural institutions it is considered
to be more advantageous to have a son which leads to certain areas having very high rates of
female infanticide(Foundation For Sustainable Development, n.d.). This of course does not
Andri Mar Fridriksson P. 22
Supervisor: Bodil Folke Frederiksen Roskilde University
even touch upon the recent explosion in sexual assault against women in India(Reuters,
2014).
We can see here that there seems to be a dissonance between Hindu religion and
modern Indian social views. That is also because religion is but one side of the coin. Indian
culture  is  a  patriarchal  culture  where  family  is  most  important.  There  is  as  well  some
leftover colonialist ideology which survives in India such as Section 377 of the penal code
which bans “carnal intercourse against the order of nature with man, woman or animal” and
was introduced during British rule over India.  This  law was deemed unconstitutional in
2009 but that decision was then later overturned(Harris, 2013). This along with other trends
seems  to  suggest  that  modern  India  is  a  fairly  conservative  country  when  it  comes  to
sexuality and gender. However, it did also take a massive step forward when the Supreme
Court recognized hijra as a third gender(Trianni, 2014), leading to an historic first count of
the Indian transgender population which clocked in at 490,000 (Malik, 2014).
This is of course just a cursory look at some of the issues related to gender in India.
To go fully into detail of how Hinduism and Indian society view gender issues and how they
interact and clash would provide enough material for its own book. However, what can be
deduced from this is that gender has been a relatively ambiguous topic when compared to
most  Western conceptions  of  gender.  As well,  the dissonance caused by the differences
between the ambiguous and seemingly permissive attitude of Hinduism as opposed to the
pretty strictly patriarchal Indian society can help explain certain aspects of the following
identities such as the responsibilities to one's family which leads men to become kotis rather
than hijras. In order to traverse this ambiguous gender landscape this cursory knowledge is
necessary to be able to give a certain context to the following alternative gender identities.
3.2 Hijra
“We also got a wish from Lord Ram. When  Ram ji went to the
jungle,  hijras  also  went  with  him.  When  Ram  ji  reached  the
jungle, He said that women and men may go back to their homes.
We stood there for fourteen years, waiting. When Ram ji came
back he asked us about why we did not return and who we were.
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Then our  hijras  said to  the  Lord that  He had asked men and
women to return back home, we were neither man nor woman
then how could we return, you never asked us to return. So we got
three wishes. The first was that no one should be able to see our
dead bodies; the second was we should be able to bless people
and  the  third  was  we  should  have  a  right  to  ask  for  toli
badhayi[the  activity  of  singing  and  dancing  at  other  people's
houses].” (Nagar, 2008 pp. 81)
Hijra is probably the most known alternative gender in India. They are typically men
who take up feminine clothing and gender roles along with some intersex individuals. Some
women  can  join  the  hijra  community  if  they  are  biologically  incapable  of  producing
offspring however it seems that this is very rare(Nanda, 1990 pp. 18). They have served the
functions of entertainers and as well have a connection to the Hindu religion. One of the
main goddesses which hijras are associated with is Bahuchara Mata. The story goes that her
and a band of travelers were ambushed by thieves. It was at this point that she drew out a
dagger and cut off her breast, offering it to the thieves in return for her virtue. This act not
only deified her  but also cemented in practices of self-mutilation and sexual abstinence
amongst her worshipers. (Nanda, 1990 pp. 25) Hijra are believed to have the power to curse
or bless and have long been on the margins of Indian society. They have been a part of
Indian society for a long time despite the best efforts of British colonialists to get rid of
them. (Hinchy, 2014) 
3.2.1 Hijra As A Gender
The ideal hijra is someone who abstains from sex and is either intersex or has been
castrated.  However,  just  as  not  all  transsexuals  have  gone  through sexual  reassignment
surgery, not all hijra fulfill the ideal of a castrated ascetic(although some do go for sexual
reassignment surgery instead). This creates a form of social hierarchy where those who are
castrated are considered in many ways better than those who haven't. For example, when
they go to perform for people it might occur that one of the spectators lifts up a hijra's dress
to check their genitals. If the hijra is discovered as not being castrated the entire group will
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be accused of being impostors and ousted from the premises.(Nanda, 1990. pp. 11) Thus,
undergoing  the  procedure  is  a  fairly  important  status  symbol.  During  the  castration
procedure the person undergoing the operation is considered to  be transitioning “from the
status of an ordinary, impotent male to that of a hijra.”(Nanda, 1990 pp. 26) It is also with
this procedure that the hijra are said to get their spiritual powers from. This does not mean
that it is a decision that every hijra is glad for having made as this quote will illustrate:
“Before the operation, even when we went out at night,  we never had a fear.  But now,
suppose we see a drunkard, or a rowdy; now after the operation, we get frightened. If there
is even a knock at the door at night or a drunkard approaches us, we get frightened. The
local rowdies and bullies come at night, knock at the door and wake us up, and forcefully
have their way with us.” (Nanda, 1990 pp. 69) Unfortunately, as the procedure is illegal it is
therefore done clandestinely and possibly in unsafe conditions. This also means that those
who choose to undergo the procedure are most likely ill-informed of the physical changes
which will occur following castration. However, looking through the literature on hijras, it
seems that the castration is perhaps not as important in the identification as hijra as they
make it out to be.
The castration ritual, while certainly the most drastic and focused on transformation
of the hijra body, is not the only transformation which men perform when they become
hijra. They begin to wear feminine clothing, lots of jewelery, they pluck body and facial hair
instead of shaving, and grow their hair long. They also adopt hyper-feminine mannerisms
and ways of moving their body. All of this is in order to attain a feminine ideal which is
almost a caricature of femininity. This essence of caricature is especially noticeable in their
performances which could be compared to Western drag queen performances due to their
exaggeration of the feminine. This both aligns them with the feminine but also excludes
them from it as many of the hijra behaviors would not be considered appropriate if done by
women. It is in this way that hijra are able to consider themselves as female but at the same
time as “not women”(Nanda, 1990 pp. 18-19).
The hijra identity is in many ways formed in opposition to the gender binary with
hijras considering themselves as neither man nor woman. Yet at the same time they do in
some ways consider themselves to have aspects of both. Emasculation and impotency is an
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important  part  of  becoming  a  member  of  the  hijra  community.  This  impotence  can  be
achieved via the castration ritual while there is also a belief that one can become impotent
from frequent homosexual sex in the receiving role(Nanda, 1990 pp. 117). Hijras thus define
themselves as “not men” through their inability to fulfill the duties which are expected of
sons in Indian society, such as the ability to sire children.
The true transformation into hijra seems to be a social one more than any of the
physical changes. One of the things which seems to be a universal trait amongst hijras is that
they join a household of hijras. By doing so, they abandon their families and join a new
social hierarchy which puts them under the guidance of a guru. The stories told by hijras of
how they joined the community seem to all follow a similar pattern. As young children they
realize that they are different from the other boys and begin to exhibit feminine behavior.
This then develops to the point where they leave their homes to join a hijra community.
These hijra communities have in many ways protected them as it  allows them to partly
isolate themselves from what can be a hostile environment. However, these communities
can as well be devastating if a hijra is expelled from her guru's house. When this happens,
not only is the hijra not allowed to re-enter her guru's house but she is also banned from
entering any other hijra household as there is a form of national blacklist which is shared
between the chiefs of each city/area.(Nanda, 1990 pp. 41) This can be extremely dangerous
such as in the case of Salima, one of the hijras interviewed by Nanda, who gets expelled
after being raped by her guru's husband. This put her out on the street where she struggled to
survive and eventually came to her death. (Nanda, 1990 pp. 106-111) At the same time,
most hijras have no chance of going back to their previous lives due to the cultural shame
felt by their families once they become hijras. Some of the behavior of hijras works as well
to further marginalize them and exclude them from normal society. Other Indians will often
feel that the hijra are dirty and without shame.(Reddy, 2003 pp. 164) This comes around not
only because of their otherness but with some of the aggressive tactics which hijra have had
to resort to with their traditional performing work. Amongst these is the act of lifting up the
skirt to expose their lack of genitals. This is considered a form of curse which they will
resort  to if  they do not get  the  payment they want.(Nanda 1990,  pp.  7)  Along with an
increased reliance on prostitution to survive, the hijra community might be sabotaging their
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own image as sexless ascetics.
In most the accounts of hijra life which I have consulted for this thesis, there seems to
be an overwhelming idea of an essential self who was destined to become a hijra. As one
hijra put it, “we true hijras are like this from childhood.”(Nanda, 1990 pp. 16) The biggest
difference seems to be in how they identify themselves. Some will describe themselves as
neither man nor woman while others will describe themselves as being like women. The
more interesting psychological factor of the hijra community though seems to be the need to
keep  up  appearances.  In  Nanda  1990,  there  are  many  occasions  where  a  hijra  she  is
discussing with will try to avoid the question or lie in order to keep up appearances. It might
be possible that due to the focus which is placed on the idea of a pure or ideal hijra is
preventing them from being fully honest. This as well does not fit with the general public's
image of hijras having no shame because if  they didn't  they'd be much more blunt and
honest.
Politically,  the  hijra  community has  made great  strides  towards  further  inclusion.
Amongst their accomplishments has been getting hijras elected into public office. (BBC
News, 2000) One of the biggest reasons for this is probably the strong sense of community
identity which exists amongst hijras along with the large hijra population. In many ways this
supports the point made in Monro (2005) about how a deconstructed identity would not be
good for addressing social and political issues. It seems that the hijra label is one that in
Western society would be much more fragmented as there are a lot more options for those
who go against gender norms. So instead of several smaller interest groups, you instead get
a huge group of people that are able to more effectively get their message across. It seems
that hijras are becoming much more visible day-by-day. Hijras have even made their own
contributions to gender theory and literature.  Chief among these is  A.  Revathi  who has
released several books and movies based on her experience as a hijra. Hopefully as hijras
become  more  equal  and  are  able  to  escape  their  self-imposed  isolation  within  their
communities we can become more exposed to their arts and ideas.
Hijra as a gender is an interesting one. It manages to be a very clearly defined gender
when it comes to the ideal or perfect hijra and at the same time it seems to include a huge
variety of different people with different ideas on what the hijra identity means to them. It is
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as well a very large and organized group. It is especially true when we examine the hijra of
Tamil  Nadu who are  known as aravanis.  They have been very  active  and have pushed
through certain rights and programs in the region much quicker than in the rest of India.
This includes the formation of an Aravani Welfare Board in 2008 to address issues pertinent
to aravanis.(Govindan and Vasudevan, n.d. pp. 6) And this is just scratching the surface as
hijras and similar identities exist as well in several other nations on the Indian subcontinent.
The hijra make for an interesting gender identity as well as they are a socially/culturally
constructed gender identity which has survived for hundreds of years. It is very likely that
its history and the community's strong sense of self-identity will most likely keep the hijra
identity alive, although perhaps not in the same numbers if acceptance of other alternative
gender identities becomes accepted. All in all, the hijra identity seems to be very fluid and
able to adjust itself according to the individual needs of each member.
3.2.2 Hijra As A Community Of Practice
There is very little doubt in my mind that hijras are a community of practice. The
shared domain of interest is the hijra lifestyle. This consists of learning how to dress and
behave like a woman as well as how to dance and perform as a hijra. As well, there is a
specific language which the hijra use among themselves called Farasi which allows them to
communicate in secret in order to protect their own. The hijra community itself is a very
large community  of  practice  which is  split  into many different  communities  of  practice
within the households. It is through their interaction with other hijras that hijras learn the
lifestyle.  There  are  shared  stories  which  they  learn  and  repeat  as  part  of  an  ongoing
mythology which has survived for a long time, such as the previous story of Lord Ram and
the hijras. These stories and experiences are a very important part of their shared experience
and connects generations of hijra into one single historical practice community. This does
include as well those who move to hijra households which work primarily in prostitution as
one cannot deny that there is a practice being learned there as well no matter how much one
may personally object to it.
3.2.3 Social Exclusion of Hijras.
Examining the social dimension there is a bit of a problem which arises. Here, one
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could say that hijra simultaneously have a good amount of social inclusion within their own
community  but  the  same cannot  be  said  when talking  about  hijra  interactions  with  the
general  public.  Many of  the  hijra  have had to  abandon their  previous  lives  in  order  to
assume the hijra identity and lifestyle. Families will shun them as it is felt that they are
avoiding their familial responsibilities. In a nation like India that is not surprising as the
society is highly patriarchal. Therefore, if a son decides to become a hijra and even goes so
far as to be castrated, he has not only taken away a chance for continuing the family but also
tainted any chance for their female relatives to marry. (Nagar, 2008 pp. 79) There is as well
a difference in how different members of the community are treated. As mentioned before, if
during a performance it is discovered that one of the hijras is not a “proper” hijra then the
entire group will be shunned and made to vacate the premises. There is as well a level of
social exclusion due to the fact that some hijras will take on boyfriends. While some treat
their  hijra  partners  just  as  they  would  a  female  partner  many  others  are  abusive,
manipulative,  and are willing to abandon their  hijra partner  at  a  moment's  notice if  the
relationship becomes in any way inconvenient to them. Discrimination as well continues on
in death as most places will not be willing to give the same burial rights to hijras as they will
to “normal” members of society.
Culturally, hijras serve a specific function within Indian society. Their performances
have a long historical tradition which has diminished in modern times. As the demand for
hijras' performances declines the more hijras have to resort to either entering the job market
where  they  are  in  danger  of  sexual  harassment  and coercion  or  more  likely  enter  into
prostitution along with all the difficulties and complications thereof. However, due to the
increased prevalence of hijras in pop culture and politics, they seem to be gaining a more
favorable spot in Indian culture and will hopefully be included more and more in Indian
culture as time goes by.
Politically they fare much better now than they used to. They have been able to enter
politics and get elected into office on the platform of being neutral and unbounded by the
biases of sex or gender. However there are inequalities here including those set up by the
hierarchical structure of the hijra community. While it has become easier for hijras to be
accepted in India there is still a long uphill battle ahead. There is as well the difficulty as
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mentioned by Govindan and Vesudevan in getting politicians and policy makers to be able
to properly comprehend and deal with a gender identity as diverse and fluid as the hijra
identity. Culturally, the hijra are probably further excluded than included however it seems
very close to changing. Especially there seems to be much more exposure to hijras within
pop  culture.  Most  recently  hijras  were  featured  in  a  very  successful  public  safety
advertisement reminding drivers to wear their seatbelt. (McCarthy, 2014) 
It is economically where they probably are excluded the most. As the need for their
traditional services of performances and blessings has lessened there has been an increased
need for hijras to take up other work. However it seems to be difficult for them to find work
and often they will  have to resort to prostitution. This is most likely one of the biggest
reasons  behind  the  high  prevalence  of  HIV/AIDS  amongst  the  hijra  population.  The
prevalence of HIV/AIDS is further exacerbated by the fact that there is a need to provide
separate sexual health services for hijras than for others who are placed under the MSM
categorization. This is due to the fact that hijras are highly visible so when they enter a
covert clinic which is meant to service MSM then it exposes that clinic and its visitors to
harassment(Reddy, 2005). Hopefully, with increased rights will come increased access to
work. Overall, the hijra community is not as excluded as it was back when Nanda first did
her fieldwork among the hijra. If these trends continue then hopefully hijras will become
more equal in Indian society and will eventually be completely included.
3.2.4 Conclusion
The  hijra  are  a  very  interesting  group  that  in  many  ways  are  able  to  transcend
traditional  notions  of  gender.  It  is  however  apparent  that  their  identity  is  strongly
constructed by the hijra community and its history. They seem to be a highly organized
community  and  they  have  a  very  strict  hierarchy.  They  work  together  amongst  their
household and they end up learning through their interactions with other hijras. While the
community's idea of what it means to be a hijra seems fairly set in stone, when one looks at
it at an individual level there is a lot more variety than one would expect. While previously
they would have been considered extremely marginalized things seem to be changing for the
better.  They do still  have certain  dangers  which  they  face  such as  a  high  risk  of  HIV,
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poverty,  lack  of  work,  and  the  possibility  of  being  wrongfully  expelled  from the  hijra
community. However, if current trends continue there is a good chance that they will no
longer be counted amongst vulnerable or marginalized populations.
3.3 Kotis
Kotis are another Indian gender identity. While hijra are separated from their 
biological sex due to the adoption of feminine dress and gender roles kotis are separated due
to their receptive role in sex with men. It is arguably both a gender and a sexual term as 
kotis will use an exaggerated form of feminine behavior in order to attract “real men” who 
will penetrate them.(Nagar, 2008 pp. 59) While some kotis will go and join the hijra 
lifestyle it is not an inevitability. Many of the kotis in fact have wives and children in order 
to fulfill their duties to their families. They are their own community and are fairly well 
defined in their own personal identity.
3.3.1 Kotis As A Gender 
Kotis are a gender group which does not have a lot of physical difference from what
is expected of them. However, this is a practical decision as Kotis are attempting to hide
their  “deviant”  ways  from their  families.  This  is  done  so  that  they  can  maintain  their
lifestyle and yet still uphold their family duties in terms of marrying and having children.
Koti is a fluid gender identity which is not marked by much, if any, physical change at all. It
is instead marked by a desire to continue life mostly as normal so as not to bring shame
upon ones family and friends. They have certain areas and community events in which they
will meet with other koti both in a social setting and as part of finding men to sleep with.
They as well adopt Farasi but in a form which is unique to the koti community. As with the
hijra, the kotis are a fairly diverse community but do tend to share traits of usually being
lower class and with a fairly low level of education. This is in stark contrast with the gay
community which in India refers more to a community of upper class homosexuals who
have taken up speaking English. This distinction makes it so that if asked, many Kotis will
not classify themselves as gay as to them being gay is a whole other identity which they do
not feel affiliated with. (Nagar, 2008)
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Why  does  this  paper  consider  kotis  a  gender  identity  unto  themselves?  This  is
because  Kotis  distinguish  themselves  in  such  a  way  both  through  the  set-up  of  their
community and the gendered language they use to describe themselves and other members
of the community. While there are certain physical transformations such as the occasional
wearing of  women's  clothing and female movements  and mannerisms in cruising areas,
these are all temporary. This is a form of defense mechanism as if they were to be found out
by their wives or families they would be shamed and would be in great danger of losing
their wives. This massive pressure on the sons to live a normal heterosexual life along with
their hidden lives as kotis creates a form of dissonance but one which they seem to handle
surprisingly well. They have sex with women not due to any form of desire (unless they are
truly bisexual which is not possible to determine from the literature alone) but because it is a
family obligation. The kotis therefore exhibit a form of ambiguity in that they exist between
man and other. (Nagar, 2008)
3.3.2 Kotis As A Community Of Practice
Kotis definitely function as a community of practice in much the same way as hijras.
Kotis have their own recruitment through their activities and mannerisms in the cruising
areas. Those who have an interest in becoming kotis will emulate the dance and movements
of the community members and gradually join the koti community. Then, through shared
practice kotis will further learn what is necessary to be considered a core member of the koti
community. This especially comes forth in the use of Farasi as it is through the continued
interaction with the koti community which peripheral members of the koti community learn
the language and gain further acceptance into the community. Through continued interaction
and practice with the community prospective kotis are able to learn the intricacies of their
community and thus gain a spot within it.
3.3.3 Social Exclusion of Kotis
Socially, kotis are both excluded and included on different levels. Due to the hidden
nature of their identity they are included much more in Indian society than hijras. While
there is a definite stigma against them they are able to hide in plain sight and thus retain
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their status as males. However, when one examines the interactions between kotis and hijras
one sees that kotis are in many ways excluded from the hijra community. Groups of hijras
will sometimes harass kotis and hijras consider themselves to be better due to the idealistic
view of hijras as asexual ascetics. At the same time, some kotis will join hijra communities
and groups either to live with them as a koti or to later become a hijra. There is as well the
danger of being found out if for example a koti's wife is kept in the dark about her husband's
activities in the koti community. This can very well lead to divorce and being outed to one's
family which carries with it a heavy stigma. All in all, the social dimension of koti exclusion
and inclusion is very complex and differs  depending on whether one is  discussing their
relation to the Indian community at large or to the hijra and koti community. 
Culturally, kotis are seemingly looked down upon. They are considered to be sexual
deviants and the community is labeled as being excessive in sex. They can as well easily be
ostracized if their secret lives as kotis are discovered. They are however also culturally less
known  so  there  is  not  the  same  cultural  stigma  which  has  been  attached  to  the  hijra
community due to their questionable behavior. They are therefore in this way protected by
their obscurity. Politically, kotis are largely excluded from Indian society as they can not out
of  fear  advocate  for  their  own rights.  Since  they  have  a  public  image  which  they  are
attempting  to  maintain  it  is  difficult  for  them to  organize  and  seek  some  of  the  same
freedoms which have been allotted to hijras. As well, since homosexuality is still illegal in
India they can very easily  be  harassed by local  authorities  which is  one of  the reasons
behind koti adoption of Farasi. Due to this, kotis have yet to emerge as a political entity in
India and are perhaps instead engulfed in the larger LGBTQ community fighting for rights
in India.
Economically, kotis fare better than hijra if they manage to keep their koti lifestyle
hidden.  Whereas  hijra  have  a  difficulty  attaining  normal  work  and  are  in  danger  of
harassment and assault in the workplace even if they do find work kotis can pass themselves
off as cis-gendered heterosexual males and thus have a much higher chance of finding work.
One can however assume that if one is found out to be a member of the koti community that
it can then be used against them. There is as well not the same hierarchical systems within
the koti community as there are in the hijra community. This means that it is more difficult
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to be kicked out and ostracized from the koti community. The biggest economic danger to
kotis is that their status as such will be revealed to family or coworkers which could lead to
exclusion from familial support and the workplace.
3.3.3 Conclusion
Kotis are a gender identity to themselves that are partly defined by their invisibility in
everyday life. While they do engage in homosexual sex many will also sleep with women in
order to uphold their familial responsibilities. Since many of them are trying to keep up
appearances of being proper straight males in their everyday life they face risks of being
found out and thus losing friends and family. The koti community itself seems to be fairly
tight-knit. Their relationship with the hijra community is a complex one. Kotis will consider
themselves subordinate to hijras and their language reflects this. This is in stark contrast to
some of  the  advantages  which  kotis  have  due  to  their  more  hidden nature.  They are  a
community of practice in much the same way that hijras are, which is not surprising due to
the closeness of the two identities. Being a koti can sometimes be an intermediary step for
some before committing fully to becoming a hijra. Due to their desire to remain hidden,
kotis need to be aided in such a way so as not to draw attention to their alternative gender
identity and sexuality. By not understanding the difference between kotis, hijras, and the
english speaking gays, one risks alienating the different groups and thus if one wants to
tackle their  economic and social  development one must  be  careful  and devise  solutions
which  work  for  all  groups.  This  is  especially  important  when  it  comes  to  HIV/AIDS
prevention  as  previous  haste  in  those  matters  has  resulted  in  clashes  which  may  have
endangered some members of these communities and discouraged others from seeking help
thus possibly endangering others. 
3.4 Sadhin
In most of India, for a woman to never marry is considered unfortunate and 
demeaning. There is however one exception to this rule. The sadhin are a community which 
is exclusive to the northeast part of the Kranga valley in the Himalayas. They are women 
who commit themselves to not getting married and by extension celibacy. They are 
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considered a form of ascetic but at the same time they do not isolate themselves from their 
communities but rather continue living in them effectively as men. This is unique in India as
outside of the Kranga valley it is largely considered impossible for a woman to adopt a male
gender. While it is seemingly an anomaly in Indian culture this form of gender transgression
is similar to that of the sworn virgins of the Balkans(Young, 2000). While the sadhin are not 
even close to being as widespread as hijras and kotis they do however provide valuable 
insight into how a FtM gender identity can develop in a nation as patriarchal as India.
3.4.1 Sadhin As A Gender
The sadhin are a definite gender identity unto their own. They are said to adopt this
status around puberty and there is a seemingly large focus on the fact that it is a choice made
by the women themselves.  This gives them a sort  of ascetic status.  While they are still
considered women, in many ways the sadhin function as a form of surrogate male. This
means that they can in some cases take up roles and jobs which otherwise are exclusive to
males, such as being able to attend funerals or smoke. In opposition to hijras, sadhin are a
fairly  new  gender  identity.  The  physical  transformation  is  much  less  drastic  and  not
required, although will often consist of a shaved head and/or the wearing of male clothing.
By renouncing marriage, they effectively become recognized as asexuals and must maintain
said status. Once a woman decides to become a sadhin the status is permanent. Breaking the
vow of chastity will lead to exile from the community. While the sadhin are still considered
to be female their ascetic status affords them certain privileges which are denied to normal
women. Among these is the right to inherit property in equal standing with her brothers.
They seem to have much more freedom than other women and they are one of the few
examples where it can be considered beneficial for a woman to stay unmarried(Phillimore
1991).
3.4.2 Sadhin As A Community Of Practice
From the available literature, it seems highly unlikely that the sadhin constitute a 
community of practice. They do not seem to form their own community nor does there seem
to be any need to do so. For all intents and purposes they seem to maintain a relatively 
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normal status within their communities and are able to interact with women and men freely, 
thus there is little reason to form a sadhin community. Instead, it seems that they learn the 
limits of their new identity through their family and greater community. As well, it seems 
that there do not exist the necessary numbers of sadhin to produce a community of practice 
although one cannot fully predict what the trends will be in the future.
3.4.3 Social Exclusion Of Sadhin
From the available data it seems that the sadhin are fairly well included within their
society.  One  could  even  argue  that  they  are  included  to  a  greater  degree  within  their
communities than other women. This is due to the privileges which they gain which are
usually only afforded to men. The only example I can find of significant social exclusion is
in the case of sadhin who become pregnant and thus betray their  status as sadhin. This
results in an expulsion from the community as becoming a sadhin is considered to be a vow
one cannot break. Other more minor examples of exclusion for the sadhin come mainly
from the ambiguities involved in having such a new identity which is substantially different
from the expectations of Indian society. For example, in some cases, sadhin might not be
afforded the same inheritance rights as their brothers in one family whereas another sadhin
might inherit land and even a small flock of animals. These sorts of ambiguities seem to be
at most a temporary inconvenience. This may have something to do with the fact that in the
region women and men are on more equal footing than for example on the plains due to  the
difficulties associated with living in the hills. Both men and women in these communities
depend  almost  equally  upon each  other.  In  the  case  of  a  family  which  has  no  sons,  a
daughter becoming a sadhin can be considered helpful as “she may make the necessary
offerings  for  the  well-being  of  his  spirit  and  for  the  benefit  of  their  collective
ancestors.”(Phillimore, 1991 pp. 338)
3.4.4 Conclusion 
While the sadhin are unique in that they are one of the few, if not the only alternative
gender identity in India in which women can take up a partial male role. This identity is
unique to a particular area in the Kranga valley and due to the relatively recent appearance
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of this identity the rules surrounding it have not been set in stone as much as they have with
the  hijra  or  koti  identities.  While  they  are  seemingly  very  socially  included  in  their
communities, questions arise as to how this status would translate if a sadhin were to travel
well outside their home community. As well, due to their asexual nature they do not suffer
from the same health concerns and, in opposition to hijras and koti, are arguably better off
and have  more  rights  in  their  society  after  adopting  this  new gender  identity.  It  is  the
geographical and cultural peculiarities of the region which allow for such an identity to exist
and it will be interesting to see how it develops in the future, if indeed it survives.
4 Analysis
From  what  has  been  glimpsed  through  the  preceding  summarizations  of  these
different  gender  identities  through the  previously  established framework,  we can  notice
some very interesting differences which exist between the three identities. While the hijra
and koti identities are relatively similar there are certain important differences which exist.
The sadhin identity has the biggest differences but that was to be expected due both to the
fact that it is the only FtM gender identity and due to its extremely local manifestation.
What follows is an analysis of some of the differences as it pertains to the framework set
forth by this paper.
4.1 Differences In Gender Identity
The first noticeable difference between the different alternative gender identities is
the degree to which the identity is defined and established. The hijra identity is the most
defined, with clear rules as to what makes up the ideal hijra. This is due to the enormous
amount of time in which the hijra identity has existed in India compared to the others. The
koti identity follows and is a little more fluid in how it's defined and how one becomes a
member. Sadhin are the least defined and this is mostly due to how new the identity is. This
creates a lot of ambiguity and there are a lot of grey areas as to where exactly a sadhin can
take up roles and work usually associated with men. One can see here a clear difference
between identities  such as hijra which have existed for centuries and sadhin which is a
relatively new phenomenon. Further differences can be seen in how the different identities
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transform their bodies according to their new identity. The hijra have the most dramatic
transformation with the castration ritual and the full adoption of female clothing and gender
roles. The kotis follow behind with the mannerisms and movements which the kotis use in
cruising areas to the crossdressing which they possibly partake in in private koti gatherings.
Finally, it seems that for the sadhin, any physical transformation is left purely as a choice for
the sadhin, with the possible exception of the shaving of the head when doing so would be
expected of their brothers. One of the more interesting differences is that while the hijra
community seems to push forward the idea of hijras as asexual ascetics the reality seems to
not match and deviation from this ideal seems to be the norm. Then you have the kotis
which  are  considered sexually  promiscuous,  especially  in  the  eyes  of  the  hijra.  On the
opposite end of the spectrum you have the sadhin who seem to fully stick to their claims of
asexuality and are punished rather severely for deviating away from it. This is one of the
few instances in which being a sadhin could be argued to be more difficult than being a hijra
or koti.
The hijra community seems to be the one that is surest in their identity. They have a
proud collective identity which they can trace back through religious stories which have
been passed down through generations upon generations of hijra. Their identity has been
built  up to such a point  that  others believe them to have magic powers that  have been
granted  through  the  castration  ritual.  In  contrast,  the  koti  community  seems  to  have
internalized  many  of  the  negative  perceptions  of  them  coming  both  from  the  hijra
community and society-at-large. In the meantime, the sadhin do not seem to possess any
collective identity or at least not one that is fully formed. Also, while both hijras and kotis
seem to possess qualities that suggest an essential self which is drawn to the two identities
the same cannot be said of the sadhin. There is one case where a girl began to dress and
behave more like a boy which the parents interpreted to be a desire to become a sadhin but
further research is necessary in order to figure out the motivations for becoming a sadhin. 
We  can  see  here  that  these  different  gender  identities  form different  poles  on  a
spectrum of issues. Even with identity communities as intertwined as the hijras and kotis
there  exist  significant  differences  in  how  the  members  of  these  communities  identify
themselves. There exist as well some similarities, such as the asexual ideal of the hijra and
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sadhin identities. Through this, a greater understanding of the different identities should be
attained and a greater respect and appreciation for the minor differences and nuances should
be established.
4.2 Differences As Communities Of Practice
The  major  difference  between  theses  identities  when  it  comes  to  the  aspect  of
community is that the sadhin do not show any evidence of being a community of practice. In
contrast,  both  the  hijra  community  and  the  koti  community  can  be  considered  to  be
communities of practice. This is especially true of the hijras as they have a collective history
which has been reinforced by centuries of existence as a community of practice. So much so
that the kotis have adopted many of the community practices of the hijras in order to aid
their own community development,  such as by adopting the use of Farasi.  Whereas the
venue for the community practices of the hijra is the hijra household, for the kotis it  is
widely maintained in the cruising areas and in private koti gatherings and events.  Some
kotis  as  well  practice  with  the  hijras  and  some  will  even eventually  become hijras.  In
contrast, the sadhin seem to have no special connection or practices which they share with
other sadhin. The reason behind this may be that due to the lack of social acceptance of the
hijra and koti  identities  there is  a  greater  need within those communities  to establish a
collective identity and practice. In the meantime, the sadhin are just as welcome in their
communities, if not more so, after their “transformation” thus negating a need for a strong
collective identity to replace their community and familial identities.
4.3 Differences In Social Exclusion 
There are some stark differences between the different identities when it comes to
social exclusion. While hijras are in many ways feared and reviled by mainstream Indian
society  they  are  held  in  higher  regard  by  the  kotis  who  consider  themselves  to  be
subordinate to hijras. This is in contrast to the greater societal acceptance of kotis due to
their ability to hide their identity and their ability to fulfill their obligations to their familyif
they so wish. Socially, hijras are in large part excluded from mainstream society but have a
well defined and inclusive hierarchical society which they use to protect their community
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and enforce its rules. So while they usually lose familial connections and support they gain
similar support and solidarity from the hijra community. The amount of support one gets
varies however, especially if one compares hijras who work as performers and those who
work in prostitution. In the same manner, kotis are included in mainstream society if they
manage to keep their gender identity secret whereas they are in many ways excluded from
the hijra community due to their perceived inferiority to the ascetic hijra ideal. The sadhin
seem to largely be included socially within their communities unless they break their vows
of celibacy. At the same time the sadhin can be considered to be socially excluded from each
other due to the lack of a common identity and the solidarity which comes with.
Culturally, the most included would most likely have to be the koti, followed by the
sadin, with the most culturally excluded identity being the hijras. The reasons for this is that
within the koti community, there is a lot of leeway for expressing oneself as one wants, and
there are less rules than within the hijra community. For the sadhin, there are very few
requirements of them to maintain that status so they are mostly free to express themselves as
they please. The hijra community however has a lot of very strict rules and norms which
must be followed by community members. The hijra community is the only one of the three
where members have to fear expulsion, even through no fault of their own. And if one is
expelled from the hijra community by one guru, due to the interconnectedness of the hijra
community across India, it is not even possible for the member to move to another city and
move into a new hijra household.
Politically, the hijra community is the one which is doing the best. Not only do they
have  power  over  the  koti  community  but  they  have  also  begun  infiltrating  the  power
dynamics of mainstream society by running for office and having an increased presence in
popular  culture.  However,  a  hijra  which  has  been  expelled  from  the  hijra  community
quickly  finds  themselves  with  no  support  network  and  they  quickly  lose  any  shred  of
political power or access to basic services. At the same time, hijras can find themselves
politically excluded due to limited access to health care. Some doctors have been known to
refuse service to hijras or alternatively the doctors do not know how to treat hijra patients.
The koti are politically included in that so far as they manage to keep their koti affiliation a
secret from friends and family they are able to maintain the privileged position of a straight
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male. The sadhin can as well be said to be politically further included than before they took
up the sadhin identity which is definitely not true of hijras and kotis. However, they are as
well on a much less defined gray area when it comes to what political rights they are given
within their community.
Economically, hijras are the most excluded from mainstream Indian society out of the
three gender identities. The sadhin are arguably the most included due to their increased
rights as surrogate males. The koti on the other hand are somewhere in the middle. For
hijras  it  can  be  extremely  tough  to  find  work  which  does  not  involve  performing  or
prostitution.  For  kotis  who  are  still  able  to  manage  their  identity  they  are  able  to
economically participate to the same levels as straight men but they take a chance of losing
that if they are found out. The sadhin on the other hand gain further economic opportunities
as they are now able to do jobs which otherwise are considered only for men and they have
similar rights to inheritance as their brothers.
We can see here that the question of social exclusion does not elicit a simple yes-or-
no answer. Instead, each identity has its own levels of inclusion and exclusion across the
four different categories of social exclusion. This shows that there are nuances in social
exclusion and many of these need to be accounted for and understood before there is a
possibility for comprehensive action to rectify methods of exclusion. This as well shows
that it is not adequate to put hijras and kotis under the MSM umbrella and then expect that
whatever action is chosen based on that classification is going to be fine. It is these types of
generalizations which lead to time wasted and people not being able to receive the care they
need. In a country and risk group as large as this, such mistakes can be very costly.
5 Conclusion 
Looking over the results of the analysis, it seems as though by using gender pluralist
theory, communities of practice, and the SEKN framework for social exclusion has given a
very clear preliminary overview of these vastly different gender identities. This gives a good
starting point for working with these minorities as it provides a cursory understanding of
some of the issues facing these groups. However, especially in the case of sadhins, there is a
need for supplementing this information with fieldwork and evaluation if one is to act upon
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the information which one can find in the literature.
By utilizing a pluralist theory on gender one is able to appreciate the ambiguity and
nuances  which  exist  amongst  alternative  gender  identities.  It  allows  one  to  view these
identities not as some static ideal but rather as a spectrum. For example, if one were to
create a spectrum for hijras one could place on one end a fully cis-gendered male and on the
other the perfect ideal of a hijra as an asexual ascetic. This would hopefully allow you to
place an individual member of the community somewhere on that spectrum and thus figure
out what the best course of action is. It may even provide a basis for creating a quantitative
survey  of  the  hijra  community  as  one  now  knows  what  factors  are  important  to  the
establishment of the hijra identity and what is relevant to the task at hand. This might lead to
a greater and deeper understanding of the community. It  as well highlights some of the
important differences between seemingly similar identities such as the hijra and koti and
possibly avoid situations such as kotis not being willing/able to use certain clinics because
they are also being used by hijra, thus making it obvious that a particular clinic is servicing
MSM.
By examining whether a gender identity constitutes a community of practice, one can
see the dynamics which exist within each community. For example, one can clearly see that
the  hijra  community  is  a  strong  community  of  practice  which  passes  on  its  traditions
through generations by repeated practice. In contrast the sadhin are so newly established
that they do not seem to have any common identity amongst its members at all. This is an
important factor to realize as different strategies would be required in development work
dealing with these two groups. While a group-based approach would most likely work for
the hijra community a more individual based approach would be needed for working with
the sadhin. With the kotis there would most likely be a necessity for a mixed approach as the
kotis are more individualistic than hijras but more group identity oriented than the sadhin.
Finally, by examining the social exclusion and inclusion of these identities according
to the criteria set forth by the SEKN one is able to get a fairly comprehensive overview of
the issues facing each group. By looking at the social dimension one can see to what degree
these groups have a social support network through which to draw strength and a sense of
belonging. For example with the hijras one can see both their exclusion from their families
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and society but also their inclusion within the hijra community. By looking at the political
dimension we can see the degrees of political power which these groups are able to exercise.
With the kotis, we can see that they are able to exercise similar political power and status as
that of a straight male but at the same time they often have to tread carefully so as not to
expose themselves to familial abandonment and possibly even arrest. This shows again how
a group  can  in  one  way be  highly  included in  society  but  at  the  same time excluded.
Through  the  cultural  dimension  we  can  see  how  far  diversity  is  accepted  within  the
community or group.  For example,  the sadhin are included fairly  well  as  there are few
requirements to how they can maintain their status and they could theoretically not change
their behavior at all from before they took up the sadhin identity. At the same time they can
very quickly be excluded if they break their vow of celibacy, a point which is much more
lenient in the hijra community despite their insistence on otherwise. Through the economic
dimension we see each group's capabilities of access to material resources. An example of
this is that hijras have very limited access to material resources on their own due to the
cultural stigma which exists against the hijra community. By looking simultaneously at the
levels  of  exclusion  and  inclusion  of  these  different  groups  we  are  able  to  get  a
comprehensive  view  of  the  relevant  issues  as  opposed  to  either  a  fully  optimistic  or
pessimistic view we'd gain if we were to only examine one or the other.
Through the use of these three elements one now has a starting point for how to
analyze unfamiliar gender identities. By examining alternative gender identities through this
lens one is  able to get a comprehensive preliminary overview of the dynamics of these
groups.  By having an  open framework  which  allows  for  ambiguities  and examines  the
groups not only for their negatives but as well for their positives one can quickly gain a
grasp of these groups without making the mistake of placing them under an incomplete label
such as MSM was for the hijra community. The use of a pluralistic gender theory allows for
a deeper understanding of each identity. Determining whether and to what extent an identity
constitutes a community of practice allows for a deeper understanding of the community
dynamics of each identity. Finally, by using the SEKN model for analyzing social exclusion
and inclusion one gets a comprehensive look at the issues relevant to each identity without
skewing the results too far towards pessimism or optimism.
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